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In Memoriam
John Greenberg (1945–2004)
Born and educated in New York, John Greenberg took his first degree at Shimer College in Waukegan,
Illinois. The curriculum at this liberal arts college included a course based upon the Great Books pro-
gramme, which presumably gave him his first taste for the history of ideas. After taking a Master’s degree
in mathematics at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, he began research in the history of science.
His work focused upon the mathematics and mechanics of the 18th century, with a special focus upon
France, the development of the calculus of several variables, and the study of the shape of the Earth. All
these topics were rehearsed in his doctoral thesis (1979), which he pursued at the University of Wiscon-
sin at Madison under the supervision of Dan Siegel. During its preparation he spent time in the archives
and academies of Paris, and in order to continue his studies he moved in 1979 with his wife, Maité, and
two children to Palaiseau near Paris. But in 1981 he secured a two-year appointment in the archives of
the California Institute of Technology (Caltech) in Pasadena in his native USA, in connection with a
project on the history of the Institute; it led to a paper (1983b) on the applied mathematician Theodore
von Kármán (1881–1963), written with the Institute’s archivist, Judith R. Goodstein.
The employment at Caltech was extended to three years; it was the only academic post that Greenberg
was to hold in his maturity. He returned in August 1984 to live again at Palaiseau, with Paris as the
principal locus of his research. He held an honorary associateship at the Centre run by René Taton (who
was to predecease him in August 2004 by nearly three weeks). Otherwise he made dollars and francs
meet by teaching mathematics part-time in schools and receiving some research fellowships.
But already late in his Caltech period Greenberg’s health began to fail. Numbness in his outer limbs,
evident from October 1983, gradually developed into spastic paraparesis, a particularly vicious form of
multiple sclerosis that left him quadriplegic for the last decade of his life. Throughout his illness he was
lovingly cared for at home by Maité. At first he maintained discourse with colleagues, especially by
telephone and e-mail, but eventually even that level could not be maintained. The contrast with other
aspects of his constitution was very moving: speak to him on the telephone, and one found someone
entirely unimpaired in mind and speech; join him at his home, and one found someone beached by his
illness. The years of enforced inactivity must have been a torment for a workaholic.
Nevertheless, the workaholic managed to produce a large book (1995) on his topics; it summarises and
much extends the findings presented in his papers of the 1980s. Greenberg’s most important historical
discoveries and suggestions were these. On the history of the calculus, there was no simple extension
from functions of one to functions of many variables, but instead an important intermediate stage via
isoperimetric problems, which gave the calculus of variations a central place in the entire subject and
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2 In Memoriam / Historia Mathematica 32 (2005) 1–3also led to solutions to certain differential equations. This story was not too well studied by the 1970s,
and Greenberg’s special contribution was to highlight the role of the largely forgotten French mathe-
matician Alexis Fontaine de Bertins (1704–1771) (1981, 1982, 1984c, 1985). On the history of geodesy,
he described in detail the adaptation of Newtonian and other principles of planetary mechanics, and
early stages of the development of potential theory, in particular equipotential surfaces and the external
attraction of continuous bodies. He paid special attention to the work of Alexis Clairaut (1713–1765).
In addition to the mathematics surrounding the well-known test of Newton versus Descartes over the
spheroidicity of the Earth—which was not the simple issue of oblateness or prolateness—he made the
then novel claim that philosophical issues, such as the role of phenomenology in physics, also played an
important role (1983, 1984a, 1986, 1988).
All this work considerably improved our knowledge of Parisian mathematics in the first half of the
18th century. Had Greenberg’s health not failed, he would have contributed much more to it. For example,
from an early stage he had paid much attention to manuscript sources, especially in Basel and Paris, and
he planned to transcribe and publish several major documents. He was also thinking about developments
in the later 18th and early 19th centuries: in particular, I proposed a collaboration on the achievements of
the neglected geodeter Louis Puissant (1769–1843), but the project never started.
My own contacts with Greenberg began just after he had finished his thesis. Our friendship developed
during his first Paris period, when my wife, Enid, and I were in the city for parts of several summers for
my own research on French mathematics of the early 19th century. This work finally led to a monstrous
book titled Convolutions in French Mathematics 1800–1840 (1990), of which he read every line of the
manuscript: his comments on matters large and small led to improvements all over the place. They were
a wonderful recompense for the large jars of marmite that we were instructed to port to Paris, as gifts
from Albion.
I think that we were joined by a common sentiment that the traditional concerns of the history of
science with the technical features of science were preferable to the rising trends of pseudo-sociology,
with the attendant deconstructed trajectories of actors socially constructing and transacting knowledge by
discourse and narrative, etc., etc., etc. The sub-title of his book, ‘the fall of “normal” science’, reflected
this view; it was meant as a comment on modern historical practices, not a summary of the history of that
time. To adherents of traditional historiographical views, his work is of enduring significance, and will
remain so long after the current fads and fallacies have been supplanted by the next ones.
Main writings
1979. Alexis Fontaine de Bertins, Alexis de Clairaut, integral calculus, and the Earth’s shape, 1730–1745: an episode in the
history of the role of mathematics in the rise of science. Doctoral dissertation, University of Wisconsin.
1981. Alexis Fontaine’s “fluxio-differential method” and the origins of the calculus of several variables. Ann. Sci. 38, 251–290.
1982. Alexis Fontaine’s integration of ordinary differential equations and the origins of the calculus of several variables. Ann.
Sci. 39, 1–36.
1983a. Geodesy in Paris and the Paduan connection. Hist. Stud. Phys. Sci. 13, 239–260.
1983b. [With Judith R. Goodstein.] Theodore von Kármán (1881–1963) and applied mathematics in America. Science 222,
1300–1304.
1984a. Degrees of longitude and the Earth’s shape: the diffusion of a scientific idea in the 1730s. Ann. Sci. 41, 151–158.
1984b. Essay review of Leonhard Euler. Beiträge zu Leben und Werk (1983). Ann. Sci. 41, 171–177.
1984c. Alexis Fontaine’s route to the calculus of several variables. Historia Math. 11, 22–38.
1985. The origins of partial differentiation. Ann. Sci. 42, 421–429.
In Memoriam / Historia Mathematica 32 (2005) 1–3 31986. Mathematical physics in eighteenth-century France. Isis 77, 59–78.
1988. Breaking a ‘vicious circle’: unscrambling A.-C. Clairaut’s iterative method of 1743. Historia Math. 15, 228–239.
1995. The problem of the Earth’s shape from Newton to Clairaut. The rise of mechanical science in eighteenth-century Paris,
and the fall of “normal” science. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, xvii + 781 pages. [Reviews include I. Grattan-
Guinness, Ann. Sci. 53 (1995), 310–312; A.C. Lewis, Historia Math. 25 (1998), 320–325.]
I. Grattan-Guinness
Middlesex University at Enfield,
Middlesex EN3 4SF, England, UK
E-mail address: ivor2@mdx.ac.uk
